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METHOD AND DEVICE FOR RELIABLE BROADCAST 



DESCRIPTION 

Field of the Invention 

The current invention relates to communications. More specifically, the current inven- 
tion relates to a technique for reliably delivering content data from a broadcaster to a 
plurality of clients. 

Background of the Invention 

Broadcast (including multicast) transmissions of data (e.g., over Multimedia Broad- 
cast Multicast Service U MBMS" bearers or over Digital Video Broadcast for handhelds 
U DVB-H") is an efficient technique for simultaneously delivering content data to a 
plurality of clients. However, as typical broadcast schemes are unidirectional, content 
data cannot be broadcasted in a reliable manner that ensures the integrity of the 
broadcasted content data. This unreliability is due, in part, to the fact that a receiving 
side (e.g., a client) cannot send information associated with received or missing data 
packets (or other information pertaining to the broadcast) during an ongoing broad- 
cast session. 

For small scale broadcasts of data, traditional error control techniques (e.g., point-to- 
point data repair) may be utilized, however, for large scale broadcasts, it is not feasi- 
ble to scale up such techniques for use by a multitude of users. For example, per- 
formance degradation or even system failure may result from implosions that occur 
when a loss of a packet triggers simultaneous messages from a plurality of users or 
exposure that occurs when a plurality of recovery-related messages (e.g., retrans- 
mission of packets) are received by users that have not experienced any packet loss. 

There are two types of conventional broadcast protocols that have been widely 
adopted, namely automatic repeat request ("ARQ") based protocols and forward er- 
ror correction ("FEC") based protocols. With ARQ protocols, a sender retransmits 
data upon requests from a user. With FEC protocols, the data that is broadcasted is 
encoded to obtain some parity data that can be used to verify and, if needed, correct 
the broadcasted content data. In addition, hybrids of the ARQ and FEC protocols 
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have also been proposed. While these techniques provide enhanced data delivery in 
some circumstances, the typical broadcast protocol uses a single multicast channel or 
group. In other words, all packet transmissions and retransmissions are conducted 
over a single broadcast channel. Each user therefore receives all of the retransmis- 
sions of a packet, even if it has previously received the correct form of the packet. 

Another type of broadcast protocol that has been adopted is the Reliable Multicast 
Transport Protocol ("RMTP"). RMTP provides sequenced, lossless delivery of a stream 
of packets from a broadcaster to a group of users and is based on a multi-level hier- 
archical approach, in which the users are grouped into a hierarchy of local domains, 
with a Designated Receiver (DR) in each local domain. Users in each local domain 
periodically send acknowledgments (ACKs) to their corresponding DR, DRs send 
ACKs to higher level DRs, until the DRs in the highest level send ACKs to the broad- 
caster, thereby avoiding the ACK-implosion problem. DRs may also provide repair 
data to the users in response to request for retransmission of packets. 

One significant drawback of conventional broadcasting and multicasting protocols is 
that they all operate in bi-directional systems. Therefore, such protocols cannot be 
used in connection with arrangements where the user receiving the broadcasted con- 
tent data may not have an uplink to the broadcaster until after the broadcast has 
been completed. This limitation prevents such conventional broadcasting techniques 
from being implemented in applications such as mobile communications terminals 
(e.g., mobile phones) where system-wide constraints require that simultaneous bi- 
directional data transfer be minimized whenever possible. 

Accordingly, it will be appreciated that there remains a need for a reliable technique 
for the bulk delivery of data over broadcast bearers that is scalable and allows for 
point-to-point data repair and other post-processing transactions. 

Summary of the Invention 

The invention relates to a technique for broadcasting content data by a broadcaster 
to a plurality of clients. The transmission of the content data occurs in two stages, a 
first broadcast stage in which content data is broadcast over an unreliable downlink- 
only communications pathway. After the broadcast stage has been completed, the 
clients are bi-directionally coupled to at least one proxy server to initiate one or more 
post-processing transactions, such as transmitting acknowledgments, repairing miss- 
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ing file segments, retrieving rights objects, replying to interactive prompts (e.g., re- 
quests to vote on a subject), and the provision of additional content relating to the 
broadcast. 

The invention may be embodied in a method for broadcasting content data from a 
broadcaster to a plurality of clients. The method comprises the steps of receiving, by 
a client, broadcasted content data from the broadcaster, determining, by the client, a 
plurality of available proxy servers that may be contacted for post-processing after 
the content data broadcast, randomly selecting, by the client, one of the available 
proxy servers to contact for post-processing after the content data broadcast, and 
contacting, by the client, the selected proxy server to initiate post-processing. 

In some variations, the method may also include the steps of determining, by the 
client, contact intervals for each of the available proxy servers specifying the time 
period in which the proxy servers may be contacted after the broadcast, and ran- 
domly selecting, by the client, a delay time within the contact interval for contacting 
the selected proxy server. If these steps are incorporated, then the client contacts 
the selected proxy server to initiate post-processing at the delay time. 

The term broadcasting used here also encompasses multicasting sessions (such as 
those used in connection with audio and video broadcasting), and a broadcaster may 
thus be configured as a multicaster. In multicasting sessions, messages or packets 
are broadcast to a selected group of clients (that may be situated on either a LAN 
(Local Area Network), WAN (Wide Area Network) or the Internet). 

The post-processing may relate to various exchanges of messages relating to the 
integrity of the content data received by the client. For example, the method may 
also include the step of sending, by the client to the contacted proxy server, informa- 
tion pertaining to content data that has or has not been correctly received, including 
such as statistics identifying a list of packets within the content data that were not 
received, the number of missing packets within the content data, a list of packets 
within the content data that were received, and the number of received packets 
within the content data. This information may be used for steps such as sending, by 
the contacted proxy server to the client, information to reconstruct the content data, 
which may be followed by the step of sending, by the client to the contacted proxy 
server, a notification that the content data was either successfully or unsuccessfully 
reconstructed. 
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The post-processing may relate to a variety of transactions. For example, the method 
may further comprise the step of obtaining, by the client from a digital rights man- 
ager, permission or a rights object to access the content data (such as a might be 
needed to access a multimedia file). The method may also include the step of send- 
ing, by the client to the contacted proxy server, data pertaining to one or more re- 
sponses by the client to prompts within the content data. Such prompts might relate 
to polling regarding various issues or it may be a request to purchase or receive fur- 
ther information regarding an object or service. 

The content data may also contain URLs or other indicators indicating where further 
information complimentary to the content data or to an advertisement associated 
therewith may be accessed. With such variations, the method may also include the 
step of sending, by the client to the contacted proxy server, a request to obtain addi- 
tional content data. 

If it is expected that the post-processing transactions will include the repair of the 
content data, then the method may also include the step of providing, by the broad- 
caster to each of the proxy servers, at least a portion of the content data prior to the 
content data broadcast. This provision permits each of the proxy servers to cache or 
otherwise store the content data so that any requests for missing data segments may 
be promptly serviced. 

Information associated with available proxy servers and the contact intervals for each 
availably proxy server, in some variations, is embedded in the content data. This in- 
formation may be within a header and/or within a data format such as a FLUTE de- 
livery table. 

■ 

The method may also include the step of determining one or more proxy servers 
prior to the random selection based on an attribute of the client. This attribute may 
be the IP address, the subscription level of the client, or any other identifiable trait 
that can be used to differentiate the clients. 

The method may also comprise the step of adjusting the number of availably proxy 
servers for subsequent broadcasts based on the number of post-processing transac- 
tions. This configuration may be incorporated into a self-learning or adaptive system 
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which adjusts the lists of available proxy severs and/or the contact intervals associ- 
ated with each in response to post-processing statistics. 

The invention is also embodied in a computer program product, which may be em- 
bodied on a computer readable medium, that includes program code portions for 
performing any of the steps of any of methods provided herein when the computer 
program product is run on a computer system. 

The invention may also comprise a system having a computer processor and a mem- 
ory coupled to the processor, where the memory is encoded with one or more pro- 
grams that may perform the any of the steps of any of the methods of the current 
invention. 

In still another embodiment, the invention is embodied in an apparatus for receiving 
content data broadcasted from a broadcaster to a plurality of clients. Such an appa- 
ratus includes a reception unit for receiving broadcasted content data from the 
broadcaster, a determination unit for determining a plurality of available proxy serv- 
ers that may be contacted for post-processing after the content data broadcast, a 
first random selection unit for randomly selecting one of the available proxy servers 
to contact for post-processing after the content data broadcast, and a contact unit for 
contacting the selected proxy server to initiate post-processing. In some variations, 
the determination unit further determines contact intervals for each of the available 
proxy servers specifying the time period in which the proxy servers may be contacted 
after the broadcast and the contact unit contacts the selected proxy server to initiate 
post-processing at a delay time. Such a configuration further includes a second ran- 
dom selection unit for randomly selecting the delay time within the contact interval 
for contacting the selected proxy server. 

In another embodiment, an apparatus for broadcasting content data to a plurality of 
clients is provided that comprises a content data acquisition unit for acquiring content 
data for broadcast, a determination unit for determining which of a plurality of proxy 
servers may be contacted by the clients for post-processing, and a broadcast unit for 
broadcasting the content data to the clients along with a list specifying the proxy 
servers that may be contacted for post processing to permit the client to randomly 
select a proxy server for post-processing. Optionally, the determination unit of this 
apparatus determines contact intervals for each of the available proxy servers speci- 
fying the time period in which the proxy servers may be contacted after the broad- 
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cast, and the broadcast unit further broadcasts the contact intervals for each of the 
available proxy servers to permit the client to randomly select a delay time within the 
contact interval in which to contact to selected proxy server for post-processing. In 
addition, the determination unit may further determine one or more post-processing 
transactions that may be initiated by the clients. 

In yet an additional embodiment, the invention is a system comprising at least one 
broadcaster for broadcasting content data and post-processing instructions, a plural- 
ity of clients for receiving the broadcast content data, a plurality of proxy servers for 
processing requests from the clients after the content data is broadcast where the 
post-processing instructions identify available proxy servers, and the plurality of cli- 
ents randomly select and contact one of the available proxy servers for post- 
processing. The post-processing instructions may further specify contact intervals for 
each of the available proxy servers specifying the time period in which the proxy 
servers may be contacted after the broadcast, and the plurality of clients may contact 
the randomly selected proxy server at a randomly selected delay time for post- 
processing. 

Brief Description of the Drawings 

In the following the invention will be described with reference to exemplary embodi- 
ments illustrated in the figures, in which: 

Fig. 1 is a schematic diagram useful for understanding and implementing the 

invention; 

Fig. 2 is a process flow diagram of a method embodiment of the invention; 

and 

Fig. 3 is a schematic diagram of an apparatus embodiment of the invention. 
Detailed Description of the Preferred Embodiments 

In the following description, for purposes of explanation and not limitation, specific 
details are set forth, such as particular sequences of steps and various configura- 
tions, etc. in order to provide a thorough understanding of the present invention. It 
will be apparent to one skilled in the art that the present invention may be practiced 
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in other embodiments that depart from these specific details. Moreover, those skilled 
in the art will appreciate that the functions explained herein below may be imple- 
mented using software functioning in conjunction with a programmed microprocessor 
or general purpose computer, and/or using an application specific integrated circuit 
(ASIC). It will also be appreciated that while the current invention is primarily de- 
scribed as a method, it may also be embodied in a computer program product as well 
as a system comprising a computer processor and a memory coupled to the proces- 
sor, where the memory is encoded with one or more programs that may perform the 
methods disclosed herein. 

Fig. 1 illustrates an exemplary arrangement 100 in which the invention may be used 
including a broadcaster 110 that simultaneously broadcasts content data (such as a 
multimedia file or a portion thereof) to a plurality of clients 120, 122, 124, 126, 128. 
In general, the invention will be described in connection with two stages. First, a 
broadcast stage 140 where the broadcaster 110 broadcasts content data to the plu- 
rality of clients 120, 122, 124, 126, 128 (such as a broadcast over an unreliable 
downlink-only channel subject to significant packet losses). Second, a post- 
processing stage 150 that which, if desired, bi-directionally couples clients 120, 122, 
124, 126, 128 with proxy servers 130, 132, 134, 136, 138 for post-processing pur- 
poses (a "server connect" procedure). Preferably, there are significantly fewer proxy 
servers 130, 132, 134, 136, 138 than clients 120, 122, 124, 126, 128 and it will be 
noted that only a portion of the number of clients may require post-processing trans- 
actions (e.g., client C 124 does not require any post-processing transactions and 
proxy server N' 138 is not contacted by any of the clients). 

The broadcaster 110 or a server coupled thereto, may either before or during the 
broadcast stage 140 communicate with the proxy servers 130, 132, 134, 136, 138 in 
order to ensure that each proxy server has sufficient information to handle any post- 
processing transactions requested by a client 120, 122, 124, 126, 128. If the post- 
processing transaction relates to the repair of broadcasted file, then identical copies 
of the broadcasted file (or a portion thereof) are transferred to and cached at each 
proxy server 130, 132, 134, 136, 138, otherwise, the broadcasted file is not typically 
sent to the proxy servers. 

The post-processing stage may facilitate a wide range of post-processing transactions 
including the acknowledgement of the error-free reception of a broadcast file (e.g., 
content reception reporting procedure). This acknowledgment information may be 
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useful to the operator of the broadcaster 100 (e.g., the content provider) to deter- 
mine the number of successfully delivered messages for accounting and trafficking 
purposes. 

The post-processing stage may also facilitate the retrieval of missing segments (or 
packets) by the client 120, 122, 124, 126, 128 from one or more of the proxy servers 
130, 132, 134, 136, 138. For instance, a client 120, 122, 124, 126, 128 may not have 
any uplink capability during the broadcast, and it is only after the broadcast has been 
completed that a repair phase may be initiated to reconstruct the file by obtaining 
the missing packets from a proxy server 130, 132, 134, 136, 138. It is important to 
note that in cases where the broadcasted content data was received without error by 
the client 120, 122, 124, 126, 128, there may be no need for the post-processing 
stage 150 (unless the post-processing stage is used to facilitate another non-repair 
transaction). 

The content data may also contain interactive features seeking a response from the 
client user, such as a yes/no prompt, a request to purchase an advertised item or 
service (or to request additional information in connection therewith), and as a re- 
sult, during the post-processing stage 150, the client 120, 122, 124, 126, 128 ac- 
cessed a proxy server 130, 132, 134, 136, 138 to provide the requested response. 
After completion of the post-processing stage 150, the client response may be used 
for a variety of purposes including political polls or to provide sales leads in response 
to advertisements associated with the content data. 

In some cases, the post-processing stage 150 may be used to request additional con- 
tent that is associated with the broadcast content date. For example, if the broad- 
casted content data is a standard audio/video commercial, but also included some 
URLs for further information, the client 120, 122, 124, 126, 128 may connect to a 
proxy server 130, 132, 134, 136, 138 which regulates access to the URLs. This me- 
diation by the proxy server 130, 132, 134, 136, 138 can help prevent a Slashdot Ef- 
fect where all of the clients 120, 122, 124, 126, 128 simultaneously seek to access a 
certain URL increasing the likelihood that the processing capabilities of all of the ap- 
plicable web servers are consumed (resulting in a denial of service to some web site 
visitors). 

The post-processing stage may also comprise the retrieval of a rights object for using 
the content of the broadcast file, such as from a digital rights manager (not shown) 
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accessible by the client 120, 122, 124, 126, 128 via a proxy server 130, 132, 134, 
136, 138. This retrieval may also be useful in lessening the likelihood of a Slashdot 
Effect by staggering the provision of the rights objects to each of the clients 120, 
122, 124, 126, 128. 

With reference to Fig. 2, a method 200 according to the current invention is shown. 
The method is useful in connection with broadcasting content data from a broad- 
caster to a plurality of users and commences, at step 210, with the receipt, by a cli- 
ent (user), of a broadcasted content from the broadcaster. Next, at step 220, the 
client identifies a list of available proxy servers to contact for post-processing. This 
determination may be made based on header information within the content data or 
it may be provided to the client in another known manner (either coincidentally or 
prior to the broadcast) such as via in-band transmissions. In some variations, the 
content data includes a File Delivery over Unidirectional Transport ("FLUTE") file de- 
livery table, which can be used to specify the post-processing stage procedures (e.g., 
the method according to Fig. 2) such as available proxy servers (and the contact time 
intervals as described below) specified for each proxy server (see, for example, Paila 
et al., "FLUTE - File Delivery over Unidirectional Transport", IETF RMT Working 
Group, draft-ietf-rmt-flute-07.txt (Work in Progress), December 2003, which is 
hereby incorporated by reference). 

At step 230, the client randomly selects an available proxy server to contact for post- 
processing purposes after the broadcast. Once the broadcast has been completed, 
the client contacts, at step 250, the selected proxy server to initiate a post- 
processing transaction. 

Optionally, the determination at step 220, may also include a determination of a con- 
tact time interval in which each available proxy server must be contacted after the 
completion of the broadcast. With this variation, after the proxy server has been se- 
lected (at step 230), at step 240, the client randomly selects a delay time t within the 
contact time interval for the selected proxy server. At a minimum, the upper bound 
information is provided (i.e., the maximum amount of time after the broadcast in 
which the post-processing server connect must be established). If no lower bound 
information is provided (i.e., the minimum amount of time after the broadcast in 
which to initiate the connection between a client and a proxy server), then it will pre- 
sumed to be zero (0) seconds. Once the broadcast has been completed and the de- 
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lay time has expired, the client contacts, at step 250, the selected proxy server to 
initiate a post-processing transaction. 

In some variations, the clients are arranged into classes, such as gold, silver, and 
bronze subscription users, where gold subscription users have the first opportunity to 
connect to a proxy server (e.g., the lower bound is five (5) seconds), the silver sub- 
scription users have the second opportunity to connect to a proxy server (e.g., the 
lower bound is fifteen (15) seconds), and the bronze subscription users have the last 
opportunity to connect to a proxy server (e.g., the lower bound is set at twenty-five 
(25) seconds). 

It will also be appreciated that the available proxy servers may be determined on a 
client-by-client basis, or it may be made based on a class of clients. For example, 
clients having IP addresses within a certain range, may be provided with a list of 
proxy servers within a certain proximity (e.g., "close" proxy servers). In addition, or 
in the alternative, the proxy servers may be made available based on the subscrip- 
tion level (e.g., gold, silver, bronze, etc.) of the clients, with better performing serv- 
ers being provided to those clients having "preferred" subscription levels. Various 
conventional techniques may be utilized to distinguish between various clients using 
information other than an associated IP address. For example, see Jokela et al., 
"Host Identity Protocol: Achieving IPv4 - IPv6 Handovers without Tunneling", in Pro- 
ceedings of Evolute workshop 2003: "Beyond 3G Evolution of Systems and Services", 
University of Surrey, Guildford, UK, November 10, 2003, which is hereby incorpo- 
rated by reference. 

The broadcaster may also harvest data regarding the post-processing transactions to 
optimize or otherwise adjust the number of proxy servers and their respective con- 
tact intervals for subsequent broadcasts. For example, if the broadcaster (or a central 
server coupled thereto) obtains information regarding the number of requests for 
missing data segments and the number of clients making those requests, or if it ob- 
tains information regarding the number of lost packets, then actions may be taken to 
limit such requests for future broadcasts (such as FEC optimization). 

Fig. 3 illustrates a sample apparatus 300 for receiving content data broadcasted from 
a broadcaster to a plurality of clients. The apparatus 300 includes a reception unit 
310 for receiving broadcasted content data from the broadcaster, a determination 
unit 320 for determining a plurality of available proxy servers that may be contacted 
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for post-processing after the content data broadcast, a first random selection unit 
330 for randomly selecting one of the available proxy servers to contact for post- 
processing after the content data broadcast, and a contact unit 340 for contacting 
the selected proxy server to initiate post-processing. 

In some variations, the determination unit 320 further determines contact intervals 
for each of the available proxy servers specifying the time period in which the proxy 
servers may be contacted after the broadcast. The apparatus 300 may also include a 
second random selection unit 350 for randomly selecting a delay time within the con- 
tact interval for contacting the selected proxy server where the contact unit 340 con- 
tacts the selected proxy server to initiate post-processing at the delay time. 

The enhancements of the current invention are further illustrated in the following 
example which assumes that the content data file size is 2 MB, which corresponds to 
a two minute video clip encoded at 128 kbps plus 10% redundancy for FEC protec- 
tion. It is also assumed that there are 32 proxy servers (repair proxies) each of which 
can handle 700 requests per second (RPS) and the time interval in which the delay 
time is randomly selected is specified at 60 seconds. With this configuration, the total 
number of requests that can be handled may be calculated as: 

700 requests per second * 60 seconds * 32 = 1,344,000 requests 

If each client requests additional data with an average size of 20 KB (corresponding 
to an average data loss of 1%), and if each client is connected at a maximum link 
speed of 30 kpbs, the required peak rate per server is approximately 700 * 30,000 0 
21 Mbps. 

If it is assumed that only 25% of the client users will perceive a data loss, the de- 
sired configuration may be implemented in connection with a total of 5,376,000 cli- 
ents. If each client must download a rights object after the broadcast, the total 
number of clients would be limited 1,344,000, however, this number may be in- 
creased by lengthening the delay time and/or by increasing the number of repair 
proxies. 

As can be appreciated, there are many advantage of the current invention, the main 
one being its scalability. As the required number of proxy servers and the time inter- 
val in which a client waits to connect to the client may be adjusted according to the 
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number of expected clients requiring post-processing transactions (such as data re- 
pair which is dependent on the transport quality of the MBMS bearer and the utilized 
FEC operation), the current invention may be implemented with a small number of 
proxy servers which are subsequently increased based on past usage statistics. 

5 

While the present invention has been described with respect to particular embodi- 
ments (including certain system arrangements and certain orders of steps within va- 
rious methods), those skilled in the art will recognize that the present invention is not 
limited to the specific embodiments described and illustrated herein. Therefore, while 
10 the present invention has been described in relation to its preferred embodiments, it 
is to be understood that this disclosure is only illustrative. Accordingly, it is intended 
that the invention be limited only by the scope of the claims appended hereto. 



